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WHAT IS THE NATIONAL ADVISORY COUNCIL ON AGING? 


The National Advisory Council on Aging (NACA) was created by Order-in-Council 
on May 1, 1980 to assist and advise the Minister of National Health and Welfare on 
issues related to the aging of the Canadian population and the quality of life of 
seniors. NACA reviews the needs and problems of seniors and recommends 
remedial action, liaises with other groups interested in aging, encourages public 
discussion and publishes and disseminates information on aging. In carrying out its 
responsibilities, NACA also works closely with the Minister of State for Seniors. 


The Council has a maximum of 18 members from all parts of Canada. 
Members are appointed by Order-in-Council for two- or three-year terms and are 
selected for their expertise and interest in aging. They bring to Council a variety of 
experiences, concerns and aptitudes. 


MEMBERS OF THE NATIONAL ADVISORY COUNCIL ON AGING 


(as of January 27, 1993) 


Chairperson 
Blossom T. Wigdor 


Members 


Julia Best 
Andrea Boswell 
Ruth Carver 
Jeanne Chartier 
Evan Dickson 
Donna Ford 
Barbara Gregan 
Marguerite Hogue-Charlebois 
John MacDonell 
Wilma Mollard 
Abe Okpik 
Noélla Porter 
Médard Soucy 


Toronto, Ontario 


Southern Harbour, Newfoundland 
Scarborough, Ontario 

London, Ontario 

St-Hyacinthe, Quebec 

Fergus, Ontario 

Williams Lake, British Columbia 
Fredericton, New Brunswick 
Montreal, Quebec 

Antigonish, Nova Scotia 
Saskatoon, Saskatchewan 
Iqaluit, Northwest Territories 
Sainte-Foy, Quebec 
Baie-Comeau, Quebec 


NACA BELIEFS 


NACA believes that: 


° Canada must guarantee the same rights and privileges to all its citizens, 
regardless of their age. 


° Seniors have the right to be autonomous while benefitting from 
interdependence and to make their own decisions even if it means ‘living at 
risk’. 

° Seniors must be involved in the development of policies and programs and 


these policies and programs must take into account their individuality and 
cultural diversity. 


° Seniors must be assured of adequate income protection, universal access to 
health care, and the availability of a range of programs and services in all 
regions of Canada that support their autonomy. 


NACA’S POSITION IN BRIEF 


The greater numbers, increased visibility and emerging political assertiveness of 
seniors have contributed to changing negative attitudes, as has the dissemination of 
more extensive and more accurate information about aging. Although the war 
against ageism has not yet been won, many strategic gains have been scored. The 
purpose of this document is to report on the progress made to date and to identify 
how the public awareness of seniors and of aging can further be enhanced. 


NACA recommends that: 
1, With regard to the role of governments, 


Governments at all levels strengthen programs that enhance the public image of 
older Canadians and create policies and programs that promote the full integration 
of seniors in the community. 


Advisory councils to government on aging be established in the provinces, territories 

and municipalities where they do not already exist, with a mandate to: 

° consult with seniors to provide accurate information and advice to 
government officials on aging and seniors; 

e enhance public awareness about aging and modify negative attitudes. 


Governments and/or seniors’ advisory councils develop and widely distribute 

communications guidelines for print and non-print materials; these guidelines 

should stipulate that: 

° all communications take into account the normal sensory and perceptual 
changes associated with aging that may affect comprehension; 

° communications directed to the general public project realistic illustrations of 
persons of all ages; 

° communications for or about seniors realistically portray seniors’ lifestyles and 
the individual and cultural differences within the older population. 


Governments and/or seniors’ advisory councils develop and widely distribute 
resources to educate business, service occupations and professionals about normal 
aging and the diversity of seniors. 


Provincial/ territorial ministries of education ensure that educational curricula 
include education about aging and seniors from the elementary grades through high 
school; textbooks and other pedagogical materials used in elementary and secondary 
schools portray seniors more favourably; and education about aging be included in 
the training of teachers. 


The federal and provincial departments and ministries concerned with post- 
secondary education earmark funds to develop curriculum content on aging in all 
college and university programs, both to communicate to the public the social 
relevance of aging and to promote positive attitudes towards seniors by all 
occupations that serve the public. 


Provincial and territorial governments institute flexible retirement policies in lieu of 
mandatory retirement at an arbitrary age. 


Z With regard to the role of the media, 

The broadcasting industry and the press present older adults more often. Depictions 
should include older adults from various walks of life and cultural groups, in a 
variety of roles and situations, and with a wide range of abilities and personality 


characteristics. 


Guidelines for the realistic portrayal of seniors on radio, television and in the press 
be developed and applied by the broadcasting industry and newspaper publishers. 


3: With regard to the role of business, 


Advertisements depict seniors, as well as younger persons, to sell products intended 
for the general public and avoid using seniors exclusively to publicize a certain 


small range of products; in advertisements, images of seniors should be as varied 
and as flattering as those of other age groups. 


Business firms consult with seniors to develop marketing strategies that are free of 
age bias. 


Retail outlets and commercial services assure, through staff training and recognition, 
that personnel treat all clients with equal courtesy and respect, and respond 
appropriately to clients with impairments, regardless of their age. 


Advertisers and sponsors use their influence to increase the favourable depiction of 
seniors in the media. 


4, With regard to the role of the arts, 


Foundations and organizations concerned with seniors’ well-being establish an 
award to recognize artistic productions that enhance the public’s awareness and 
appreciation of seniors. 


5. With regard to the role of educators and community organizations, 


Parents, educators and community groups support existing intergenerational 
activities between seniors and children and organize such activities where they do 
not exist. 


Community and cultural groups encourage and facilitate participation of persons of 
all ages in their activities. 


Educators of children, including teachers’ associations, parent-teachers associations, 
day care staff and recreational leaders, participate in training seminars or workshops 
to increase their understanding of aging and appreciation of seniors and to acquire 
skills in transmitting to children favourable attitudes about seniors. 


Educators of children, including librarians, select literature that portrays seniors 
realistically and that conveys favourable attitudes towards older adults. 


6. With regard to the role of seniors and seniors’ organizations, 


Seniors and seniors’ organizations promote favourable attitudes and respectful 
behaviour towards other seniors who are less able to assert themselves owing to 
frailty or disability, and take an active role as advocates on their behalf. 


Seniors and seniors’ organizations become more visibly involved in intergenerational 
activities that serve the common good, advocate on behalf of other groups in need, 
and publicize more widely their contributions to the whole community. 


THE NACA POSITION ON THE IMAGE OF AGING 
INTRODUCTION 


In 1969, gerontologist Robert Butler identified ‘ageism’ as a common form of 
prejudicial attitude and source of social discrimination based on erroneous beliefs or 
overgeneralizations (i.e. stereotypes) about aging and seniors.’** Since then, ageism 
has been exposed in the media, in popular literature, in educational materials, as 
well as in the behaviour of the public and of professionals. The greater numbers, 
increased visibility and emerging political assertiveness of seniors have contributed 
to changing negative attitudes, as has the dissemination of more extensive and more 
accurate information about aging. Although the war against ageism has not yet 
been won, many strategic gains have been scored. The purpose of this document is 
to report on the progress made to date and to identify how the public awareness of 
seniors and of aging can be enhanced further. 


Enhancing public awareness involves making the reality of aging and of the 
lives of seniors more widely known. Fostering greater awareness also means 
encouraging greater openness in attitude and more flexible ways of behaving 
towards older individuals. First and foremost, NACA believes that seniors should 
be regarded as persons: persons who are equally worthy, yet diverse in their needs, 
abilities, qualities, values and lifestyles; persons who age biologically, 
psychologically and socially at differing rates, yet remain fundamentally themselves 
as they grow older. NACA shares the vision of the future developed by participants 
at the national conference "Aging into the 21st century", held in Ottawa in 1990: 


"By the year 2021, Canadians will understand both the lifespan and the 
diversity of individuals within Canada. This understanding will result 
in a society which supports its members throughout the life continuum 
and recognizes individual rights and needs for dignity, respect, 
autonomy and choice. Within this society, individuals are valued as 
contributors to society, as they continue to grow and develop 
throughout their lives."” 


ied All notes are presented at the end of the text. 
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To assess what needs to be done to enhance further the public awareness of 
aging and seniors, members of NACA conducted informal consultations with nearly 
200 seniors in their regions. These seniors spoke of the negative attitudes and 
discrimination they have experienced. They offered suggestions on ways to increase 
public awareness and to make attitudes towards seniors more balanced. Illustrative 
comments provided to NACA by the seniors who participated in the consultation 
are presented throughout this report. 


iF OLD AGE IS NOT WHAT IT USED TO BE 


Seniors are not only more visible, they are also more vigourous and more vocal than 
ever before. Succeeding generations of seniors have enjoyed better health, education 
and economic well-being; this trend will continue into the next century as today’s 
‘baby boom’ generation become seniors. Indeed, the distinction between middle age 
and old age is now blurred; most seniors belong to what gerontologists Bernice and 
Dail Neugarten have termed the ‘young-old’, that is, retirees who are healthy, active, 
independent and well-integrated in their families and communities.’ Health status 
and lifestyles are more important than age in identifying ‘young-old’ seniors, 
because the description may apply as aptly to an active 80-year-old as to a 55-year- 
old. According to the two gerontologists, "What was once considered old age now 
characterizes only that minority of older persons who have been called the ‘old-old’, 
that particularly vulnerable group who are frequently in need of special support and 


care.'* 


"Some people confound aging with illness." 


"People confuse the 90% of older people who are able with the 10% 
that are not.” 


There is evidence that the image that all seniors are frail, disabled or 
dependent has changed somewhat to correspond to the contemporary reality. 
Researchers William Gekoski and Jane Knox, of Queen’s University in Kingston, 
have observed that information about chronological age alone elicits fewer 
stereotypic ‘old age’ beliefs than information about poor health.” Interviews with 
older children’ and with adults aged 35-59’ show that seniors generally are 


-10- 


perceived to be active and independent and that the diversity among seniors is 
better appreciated. 


Many seniors report that they usually encounter open attitudes and respect 
from other people. Negative attitudes were not identified as one of the major 
obstacles in NACA’s consultation on the barriers to independent living in 1988.8 
Other recent reports indicate that seniors usually feel respected by others’ and that 
the degree of perceived respect (at least for some groups of seniors) has increased 
over the last decade." 


zz. MYTHS ABOUT AGING IN THE 1990s: VARIATIONS ON THE SAME 
OLD TUNE 


"I get tired of the ‘good for you’ attitude, as if it were surprising that 
someone 65+ can be involved in a number of physical, intellectual and 
volunteer pursuits.” 


"I hear: ‘Older women shouldn't wear shorts. Older women don’t 
swear or drink’.” 


"Some people think seniors never worked in their lives." 


Stereotypes and negative attitudes towards older adults have become less prevalent 
and it may no longer be ‘politically correct’ to express overt prejudice—as some 
public speakers have discovered to their chagrin when they were called to task by 
indignant seniors’ groups. Nevertheless, biased attitudes persist in subtler ways, 
and the majority of seniors consulted by NACA on public awareness about aging 
considered that action still is required to increase public knowledge and to make 
attitudes more balanced. Negative attitudes arise from a fear of, and wish to deny 
one’s own mortality; in the words of author Alex Comfort, "We are taught to be 
prejudiced against what we ourselves will become.” It is necessary to break 
through the fear that results in an unwillingness to learn about aging. 


The basic premise of ageism is that seniors form a homogeneous group in 
society. Specific attributions constituting the stereotype are a mixture of positive 
traits (such as warmth, kindness or wisdom) and of negative characteristics (for 
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instance, passive, physically weak, slow in thinking, rigid, incompetent). There are 
more negative than positive attributes composing the public image, and all seniors 
are viewed and treated the same way. Younger adults perceive that old age is 
fraught with more problems than what many seniors actually report, and few look 
forward to growing old.” 


Because seniors are not expected to be competent or productive, their 
contributions to their families and to society are either overlooked or devalued. 
When individual seniors are given due credit for their achievements, they may be 
seen as outstanding exceptions to the norm rather than the proof that the stereotypes 
are false. Moreover, focusing on the allocation of social resources to seniors while 
ignoring seniors’ past and ongoing contributions has led to new, but no less 
dangerous attributions. The new stereotype is that seniors are parasitical ‘whoopies’ 
(well-off older people) or ‘greedy geezers’, who live too long in unproductive leisure 
at the expense of the State and drain public funds that would be better used to 
succour poverty-stricken children.” 


3. THE HARMFUL CONSEQUENCES OF STEREOTYPING 


"There is too much patronization and being told what is good for 
you. ” 


"Maintenance staff in the apartment are slower in doing repairs for 
senior residents because they believe we aren’t going anywhere; so 
there is no rush.” 


Ageism—in both the old and the new versions—is a serious concern because it limits 
seniors’ options, threatens their current and future well-being, and, more 
fundamentally, undermines their dignity. Stereotypes influence how people respond 
to their own aging. Finally, age discrimination deprives society of valuable human 
resources. 


Bias against seniors is evident in many aspects of Canadian life. Mandatory 
retirement remains an accepted practice in a number of provinces, with the support 
of many employers and unions. Pressure may be exerted on older workers to take 
early retirement, in some instances, involuntarily. There are few opportunities 
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available to seniors for activities that carry social recognition; the fact that many 
seniors find or create valuable and satisfying roles attests far more to their 
motivation and ingenuity than to society’s demand for their abilities. Suggestions 
have been also made to limit health care using age as the chief criterion,’* or more 
generally to restrict public spending targeted to seniors.” Finally, prejudice can be 
reflected in day-to-day hassles experienced by some seniors. 


"It is very hard to grow old when people look down on us." 


"I hate it when they lower themselves in the eyes of the public by 
putting up verses on the bulletin board about their false teeth, or when 
eat. ITT Old 


"I'm 66 and I feel like I’m being pressured to ‘get old’ when I sense 
that young people form a separate group, a group that I still would 
like to belong to.” 


Biased attitudes and discriminatory practices can have damaging effects. 
Some seniors, especially those whose self-esteem is fragile, can internalize the social 
labels and act in conformity with the negative expectations, thus reinforcing the 
myths and undermining their own self-worth.'"° Some may defend themselves by 
trying to deny their age—thus revealing how threatening old age is for them. Yet 
others resign themselves to being treated as second-class citizens.” As researchers 
Judith Chipperfield and Betty Havens conclude, "To the extent that elders perceive 
they are disrespected, they may avoid participation in the community, which in turn 
is likely to promote feelings of ‘alienation’, ‘rolelessness’, or of ‘being a burden to 
society’. Perceived disrespect may even diminish the likelihood that elders will 
request community assistance when needed. Ultimately, then, perceptions of 


disrespect may undermine elders’ well-being and independence." 


"There's a difference between your experience and public attitudes.” 
"I'm not that old!" 
Fortunately, the majority of seniors are able to maintain a healthy feeling of 


self-worth despite negative social evaluations of their age and despite the real 
physical and social losses they may experience. People of all ages are motivated to 
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see themselves positively and to act in ways that maintain their self-esteem.” Thus, 
seniors may simply disregard or reject stereotypes that are inconsistent with their 
image of themselves. They may accept the stereotypes of age for others but not for 
themselves. Some seniors stand up for their rights individually or become militant 
advocates against ageism in society. 


In summary, seniors in Canada continue to be seen as belonging to a 
homogeneous group whose common characteristics, if not entirely negative, are not 
especially desirable. Most older adults continue to be obliged to retire at 65 and 
have fewer socially valued opportunities to contribute than younger persons. 
Ironically, society then castigates seniors for being unproductive and costly. Ageism 
also can undermine individual feelings of self-worth and can result in disrespectful 
and discriminatory behaviour by others. 


Canadian society cannot afford to allow misconceptions about aging and 
negative attitudes towards seniors to persist. If, as demographers predict, 20% of 
the Canadian population in the year 2020 will be 65+,” biased beliefs and attitudes 
will diminish the quality of life of one-fifth of Canadians and will restrict the access 
to a large human resource pool needed for continued social and economic 
development. Moreover, many people who now hold negative attitudes towards 
aging and seniors will themselves be seniors—and potential victims of the very 
prejudice they helped perpetuate. Through enhanced public awareness, 
demographic aging will come to be viewed as a measure of our success as a society 
rather than as a problem. 


4. ENHANCING PUBLIC AWARENESS: AGENTS OF CHANGE AND 
ACTIONS NEEDED 


Because beliefs and attitudes about aging and older adults are part of our cultural 
currency, they are manifested in the educational system, the media, cultural and 
social institutions, marketing and business practices and social policy. Combatting 
ageism thus requires the concerted and consistent efforts of many partners: 
governments, educators, social, cultural and religious groups, the media, business, 
professional associations, employers and unions, seniors’ organizations and 
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individual seniors. Because the role of professional associations and of employers 
and unions in changing attitudes has been addressed in previous NACA position 
papers,” these agents of change are not mentioned in this report. Many laudable 
initiatives have been taken, but more must be done so that age-bias becomes not 
simply a taboo, but an oddity in our development as a society. 


4.1 The Role of Governments 


Government policies affect all areas of social and economic life. Public officials not 
only represent the collective will and values of the population; they have a 
significant role to play in creating social values, in leading people further in the 
evolution towards a just, tolerant and compassionate society. 


Canada has made substantial progress in the affirmation of individual rights 
and the elimination of discrimination in general. With respect to the image and 
rights of seniors, federal, provincial/territorial and municipal governments have 
adopted legislation and/or programs that have made a significant difference. 


Among the many achievements initiated by several federal government 
administrations, it is worth mentioning the creation of the New Horizons’ Program, 
the Seniors’ Independence Program (SIP) and the establishment of a Minister of State 
for Seniors, the Seniors Secretariat, the National Advisory Council on Aging and the 
Secretariat for Fitness in the Third Age. By providing opportunities for seniors to 
participate in and direct projects that contribute to the well-being of seniors and 
their communities, New Horizons and SIP have shown to the public the talent, 
dedication and creative energy of seniors and have enhanced the self-confidence of 
many individual seniors and seniors’ groups. By establishing offices within the 
federal government structure either to represent seniors’ interests or to provide 
ministerial advice on matters related to the well-being of seniors and to the aging of 
the population, the federal government has acquired internal vehicles for making 
elected officials and policy administrators more sensitive to the needs and concerns 
of seniors and less subject to stereotypes. Research has shown that public officials 
who have acquired knowledge about seniors are less likely to express ageist biases.” 
These offices also work to promote a realistic image of seniors, to propose guidelines 
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for communicating appropriately with seniors,” to develop new knowledge about 
aging” and to disseminate factual information about aging and seniors. 


The Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms (1981) enshrined the equality of all 
individuals, "without discrimination based on race, national or ethnic origin, colour, 
religion, sex, age or mental or physical disability." Finally, the federal government 
has shown leadership in combatting age discrimination in the labour force by 
eliminating mandatory retirement for federal employees and by disallowing the use 
of age as a criterion for employee selection, training or promotion. 


Provincial/ territorial governments too, have enhanced the image of seniors in 
Canadian society. To name some of these initiatives, many public education 
campaigns have been conducted; seniors’ achievements are officially recognized; 
various seniors’ activities are supported; and seniors are more often consulted on 
policy issues affecting them. Ministerial offices for seniors’ affairs, seniors’ 
secretariats and seniors’ advisory councils have been created in most provinces, and 
some provinces have established guidelines for government communication with 
seniors. In Ontario, extensive educational materials have been developed to educate 
particular groups about aging. In Québec and Manitoba, mandatory retirement on 
the basis of age has been banned. 


In the area of health and social services, all governments are trying at a 
policy level to promote community-based health care and home support; when these 
policies are implemented they will favour the continued integration of seniors in 
society and enhance the public’s appreciation of seniors’ autonomy and resilience. 
Provincial and territorial governments have contributed somewhat to the 
development of post-secondary educational programs for service-providers to 
seniors, thereby aiding in dispelling stereotypes and increasing the sensitivity and 
knowledge of those working with and for seniors. Education about aging is 
included in the secondary school curricula of several provinces. 


Municipal governments have shared in efforts to integrate seniors better in the 
affairs of the community and to promote a positive image of aging. Local councils 


Pig cee 


or committees on aging that monitor municipal programs and provide advice to 
officials and administrators have been the chief vehicle used by municipalities. 


These considerable advances in government policy and programs need to be 
maintained, and further measures should be adopted to promote a positive public 


image of seniors and greater awareness of both the real needs and capacities of older 
Canadians. To this end, 


NACA recommends that: 


Governments at all levels strengthen programs that enhance the public 
image of older Canadians and create policies and programs that promote the 
full integration of seniors in the community. 


Advisory councils to government on aging be established in the provinces, 

territories and municipalities where they do not already exist, with a 

mandate to: 

° consult with seniors to provide accurate information and advice to 
government officials on aging and seniors; 

° enhance public awareness about aging and modify negative attitudes. 


Governments and/or seniors’ advisory councils develop and widely 
distribute communications guidelines for print and non-print materials; 
these guidelines should stipulate that: 


° all communications take into account the normal sensory and 
perceptual changes associated with aging that may affect 
comprehension; 

° communications directed to the general public project realistic 


illustrations of persons of all ages; 

° communications for or about seniors realistically portray seniors’ 
lifestyles and the individual and cultural differences within the older 
population. 
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4.2 


Governments and/or seniors’ advisory councils develop and widely 
distribute resources to educate business, service occupations and 
professionals about normal aging and the diversity of seniors. 


Provincial/territorial ministries of education ensure that educational 
curricula include education about aging and seniors from the elementary 
grades through high school; textbooks and other pedagogical materials used 
in elementary and secondary schools portray seniors more favourably; and 
education about aging be included in the training of teachers. 


The federal and provincial departments and ministries concerned with post- 
secondary education earmark funds to develop curriculum content on aging 
in all college and university programs, both to communicate to the public 
the social relevance of aging and to promote positive attitudes towards 
seniors by all occupations that serve the public. 


Provincial and territorial governments institute flexible retirement policies 
in lieu of mandatory retirement at an arbitrary age. 


The Role of the Media 


"Media present a positive image.” 


"People listen to the radio or watch television and seem to understand 
better what aging is all about." 


"There are certainly more articles in newspapers and magazines 
pertaining to growing older.” 


In recent years, older adults have been represented somewhat more frequently in 


print, as well as on television and radio, and the images of seniors have become 


more positive.” More factual information about aging is communicated in the press 


and radio and television programming, although these programs may not be aired at 
prime time. Many newspapers feature columns that offer current information and 
advice on topics ranging from health concerns to retirement. Television and radio 
stations are offering some high-quality programs geared to older adult audiences. 
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Another sign of progress is the development by the Conseil de presse du Québec of 
a code for the ethical presentation of groups such as seniors, disabled persons and 
ethnic minorities in the media. 


"Television and newspaper coverage should show an older person as a 
receptionist or a computer programmer looking alert and well- 
dressed.” 


“Too many programs are hosted by young people. Get someone with 
grey hair." 


Despite the real advances in the way older adults are presented in the media, 
there remain areas where the broadcasting industry, editors and reporters need to 
make further improvements. Seniors still are not often presented in the media. The 
image of seniors tends to be oversimplified and one-dimensional; the diverse and 
complex reality of aging may be lacking, including references to ethnic minorities 
and aboriginal seniors. Seniors’ achievements and contributions to society do not 
receive adequate coverage and, conversely, there are indications of an overemphasis 
in the media on the impending social and economic ‘crisis’ stemming from the 
seniors’ boom.”” Editors who are usually vigilant against racist or sexist biases may 
allow at times stereotypes and biased attitudes towards seniors to emerge in 
cartoons, articles, advertisements or editorials.” 


NACA recommends that: 


The broadcasting industry and the press present older adults more often; 
depictions should include older adults from various walks of life and 
cultural groups, in a variety of roles and situations, and with a wide range 
of abilities and personality characteristics. 


Guidelines for the realistic portrayal of seniors on radio, television and in 


the printed press be developed and applied by the broadcasting industry 
and newspaper publishers. 
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4.33 The Role of Business 


"There should be more emphasis on advertising geared to the older 
adult... and not just for laxatives.” 


"We need to use seniors in ads like the beer commercials and the travel 
commercials.” 


"Stop referring to persons aged 55-70 as elderly!!! Even the name 
‘golden age’ is discriminatory.” 


Business has discovered the buying power of the increasing numbers and proportion 
of older adult consumers. Department stores, travel agencies, pharmaceutical and 
cosmetics companies and financial institutions are among the many business 
interests vying for a share of the seniors’ market. Increasingly, advertisements are 
geared to older consumers and ‘perks’ are offered, such as discounts and special 
services. To the extent that the needs and preferences of seniors are met in the 
marketplace, NACA welcomes this growing business trend. 


Nevertheless, there are problems related to the images of seniors created by 
business. First, persons 65+ do not like being singled out and labelled; they prefer 
to be seen simply as ‘people’.” Using stereotypes of decrepitude and dependency to 
advertise products or services not only perpetuates ageism, it also results in rejection 
by senior consumers who do not identify with the negative image.” Conversely, 
over-simplistic portrayals of seniors as ‘whoopies’ feed false notions that seniors are 
over-privileged relative to other age groups. Finally, there may be a tendency to 
underrepresent seniors in advertising products intended for the general public and 


to overrepresent them in marketing only specific products. 


"Salespersons can be impatient if you are choosing something and are 
not swift enough." 


"Salespeople will talk to me rather than to my mother who is 85." 
Discriminatory practices exist in the marketplace. Sales and service personnel 


may treat older customers with less courtesy and respect.” For instance, younger 
customers are served before seniors or are given more attention. Salespeople may 
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tend to adopt overly simple vocabulary and sentence structure in dealing with a 
senior client, especially with a person who has a hearing or a visual impairment, or 
they may talk as if the senior knows nothing about the service or product. 


Through sponsorship and advertisements, business exerts a strong influence 
on the content of television, radio and publications. Biases or neglect of seniors by 
business interests are reflected in neglect by the media. 


To promote more balanced and accurate images of seniors in advertising and 
to counter discrimination against seniors in business settings, 


NACA recommends that: 


Advertisements depict seniors, as well as younger persons, to sell products 
intended for the general public and avoid using seniors exclusively to 
publicize a certain small range of products; in advertisements, images of 
seniors should be as varied and as flattering as those of other age groups. 


Business firms consult with seniors to develop marketing strategies that are 
free of age bias. 


Retail outlets and commercial services assure, through staff training and 
recognition, that personnel treat all clients with equal courtesy and respect, 
and respond appropriately to clients with impairments, regardless of their 
age. 


Advertisers and sponsors use their influence to increase the favourable 
depiction of seniors in the media. 


4.4 The Role of the Arts 
Although social education is not an inherent mission of art, some artists convey 


social messages through their art. The public image of aging has been enriched and 
elevated in many songs, novels, plays, films, poetry and the fine arts; a few 
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acclaimed Canadian examples are the novel The Stone Angel by Margaret Laurence 
and the play La Sagouine by Antonine Maillet; the films Company of 
Strangers—starring senior women of various backgrounds with no previous acting 
experience—and Mon Oncle Antoine; and the song "Poor Old Rose" recorded by Sylvia 
Tyson. Because art has a lasting and universal power to influence attitudes, 


NACA recommends that: 


Foundations and organizations concerned with seniors’ well-being establish 
an award to recognize artistic productions that enhance the public’s 
awareness and appreciation of seniors. 


4.5 The Role of Educators and Community Organizations 


Stereotypic views of seniors emerge in early childhood and persist through 
adolescence into adulthood.*" Even young children will describe older adults in 
terms of limited abilities and roles.** Narrow and negative attitudes towards aging 
among children can be changed by providing opportunities for direct contact with 
seniors, by including information about life at all ages in elementary and secondary 
school curricula, and by selecting reading and viewing materials that present seniors 
in a varied and realistic manner.» 


"Maybe seniors could help in school programs where a student needs a 
little extra help.” 


"Invite grandparents to day care centres to tell stories.” 


"Students should interview and write essays about seniors and what 
they know." 


"Social studies, history, civics can be used to depict the role of the 
elderly in their contribution to Canada." 


“Seniors can do many things with youngsters, including choral 
groups, shows and games.” 
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It is easier to acquire and maintain stereotypes about seniors when contact 
with real older persons is infrequent and superficial, or when the contacts are 
restricted to seniors who appear to conform to the stereotypes. Positive contact with 
a variety of older persons, beginning with grandparents, can lead to a better 
understanding and appreciation of seniors. In school and community settings, 
including places of worship, intergenerational programs also benefit children’s 
intellectual, emotional and social development. Educators in some regions have 
made much progress in increasing children’s awareness of seniors by creating and 
supporting a variety of intergenerational activities. Examples of the many successful 
intergenerational programs are the Grandpal Program, Prime Mentors, G.I.V.E. 
(Generations in Various Exchanges), Interlink and STAC (Senior Tutors Assisting 
Children).* These initiatives need to be continued and to become more widespread. 
Intergenerational participation involving adults of all ages, for instance, in 
community projects and leisure activities, is an effective way to promote the attitude 
that people are people regardless of age. 


NACA recommends that: 


Parents, educators and community groups support existing intergenerational 
activities between seniors and children and organize such activities where 
they do not exist. 


Community and cultural groups encourage and facilitate participation of 
persons of all ages in their activities. 


Although the curriculum and required texts in primary and high school are 
the responsibility of provincial/territorial ministries of education, teachers have a 
role in shaping children’s attitudes. They can display a realistic awareness and 
appreciation for seniors, confront stereotypic beliefs and encourage interaction with 
older adults. The teaching of children extends beyond the classroom, parents 
themselves play a crucial role in moulding the attitudes of the next generation, as do 
sports coaches, boy scout and girl guide leaders and other adults directly involved 


in the education of children. 
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NACA recommends that: 


Educators of children, including teachers’ associations, parent-teachers 
associations, day care staff and recreational leaders, participate in training 
seminars or workshops to increase their understanding of aging and 
appreciation of seniors and to acquire skills in transmitting to children 
favourable attitudes about seniors. 


A recent study indicates that depictions of older adults in children’s literature 
have become more detailed and more diverse and that the exchanges between 
younger and older characters in the stories have become more central to the story 
and more complex.” Writers and publishers of children’s literature need to be 
encouraged to continue this trend. 


NACA recommends that: 


Educators of children, including librarians, select literature that portrays 
seniors realistically and that conveys favourable attitudes towards older 
adults. 


4.6 The Role of Seniors and Seniors’ Organizations 


"I try to show that it is important to age gracefully by participating in 
activities, by getting more involved.” 


"Seniors themselves can encourage one another." 
"By volunteering and taking an active part in things around them.” 


"We should become more visible and vocal in presenting the 
positives.” 


"Be visible and involved with other age groups.” 
Seniors have a primary role in showing younger generations what it means to grow 


old. Individually and collectively, seniors have been challenging stereotypes and 
negative attitudes for some time. Seniors’ organizations quickly confront public 


aoase 


statements that belittle older adults. They initiate and lead projects, both local and 
national, and they participate in political lobbies and social action groups. Seniors 
engage in educational activities, in athletic events and in more volunteer work than 
most other age groups. They act as consultants to governments and to non- 
government agencies on matters related to their quality of life. Much of this activity 
is intergenerational. The novelty of older adult involvement in university courses, 
political demonstrations, computer clubs, running marathons, hot air ballooning, and 
so on, is wearing off gradually, as public awareness of the vigour of many seniors 
increases. By their words and actions, many of today’s seniors are showing that 
they are as alive as ever and that they reject stereotyping. 


Besides continuing to affirm their entitlement to personal autonomy and 
public respect and full integration in the community, seniors now must challenge the 
old stereotypes, negative attitudes and condescension that still apply to seniors in 
poor health who require support in daily living; this may require that healthy, active 
seniors themselves examine and dispel negative attitudes they may hold towards 
those who are frail or disabled. They also must militate against the belief that 
seniors are interested only in themselves and in the benefits they receive from 
society. 


NACA recommends that: 


Seniors and seniors’ organizations promote favourable attitudes and 
respectful behaviour towards other seniors who are less able to assert 
themselves owing to frailty or disability, and take an active role as 
advocates on their behalf. 


Seniors and seniors’ organizations become more visibly involved in 
intergenerational activities that serve the common good, advocate on behalf 
of other groups in need, and publicize more widely their contributions to 
the whole community. 
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CONCLUSION 


Several factors have helped to enhance the public awareness of aging in recent years. 
Among these factors are the aging of the population and the increase in 
gerontological knowledge, creative and successful government programs and 
educational campaigns and the responsiveness of the media and the artistic 
community. 


Most of the responsibility—and the credit—for changing attitudes towards 
aging, however, belongs to seniors themselves. Seniors insist on remaining integral 
and self-determining members of society. They seek out and create meaningful 
ways to contribute to the community and to the well-being of all generations. 
Because they publicly challenge stereotypes and show by their example that it is 
possible to live life fully at all ages, ageism eventually may be beaten. Eventually, 
Canadians of all ages will accept aging as a normal part of life to be welcomed and 
savoured: 


"Up to the present, I have found the aging process a 
rather pleasurable experience; after all, it is a natural 
process. Getting old is really no different than other 
transitions in my journey through life.” 
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